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1979: A Significant Year

To what extent was the year 1979 a significant turning point in Middle-Eastern and Western relations?
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contributed to changing international relationships. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan gave rise to some of the
boldest and strongest terrorist groups of the modern era, profoundly changing international relations between the
Middle-East and the rest of the world. However, the nature of the Middle-East itself contrasts politically and
economically with the Occident, exacerbated by the formation of Israel and remnants of imperialism in this region,
further impacting relations with the West.

In 1979, formerly exiled Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini was established as the leader of Iran following the deposition
of Mohammed Reza Shah Pahlavi, the last Shah, of Iran. Khomeini began instituting Iran as the new Islamic
Republic,® representing a significant shift in Middle-Eastern and Western relations. The conversion to the Islamic
Republic substantially changed the administration of Iran, transitioning from an autocratic monarchy to a theocratic
republic led by religious authorities, and governed by the principles of Islam.° The formation of the Islamic Republic
set Iran on an isolationist path, withdrawing from both the 1959 military cooperation agreement with the US and the
Anti-Soviet Central Treaty Organisation (CENTO), terminating three-quarters of a $12 billion oil deal with the US and
completely severing Iran’s ties with Israel.? The previously Pro-Western, Pro-American Iran became rapidly and
radically Islamist,'? “fighting against the Western World” and particularly, “American...devourers.”*® This can be
attributed to the rise of Islamic fundamentalism, a cultural phenomenon which requires strict conformity to religious
texts!* in direct opposition to Western ideals of “modernisation, industrialisation and rational bureaucracy.”* Islamic
fundamentalism, which began circulating throughout the MENA region,® was feared by the West, who associated
the movement with extremism and radicalism. !’ These concerns, exacerbated by Khomeini’s urging to “export the

”18 \were supported by Article 11 of Iran’s Constitution, that “the Islamic Republic of Iran has a duty...to

revolution,
constantly strive to bring about the political, economic, and cultural unity of the Islamic world.”*®* Khomeini’s regime
was willing to achieve this goal through “hard power” instituted by the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC),?° a
strategy that Mosa Zahed, founding director of the Middle-East Forum for Development, has since labelled “religious

”21 corroborating Western fears regarding extremism. The IRGC had a distinct role in the consolidation of

terrorism,
the Islamic Repubilic, initially providing military power to support the revolutionaries, but has grown to exert political
pressure to prevent ideological dissidence in contemporary Iran.? This constitutionally legal intervention by a

military arm of a revolutionary force directly opposes Western ideals of liberty and democracy, presenting a further
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fissure in beliefs and, consequently, political relations. The seizure of the US embassy at the Iranian capital of Tehran
was another critical moment for relations between the West and Iran, and by extension, the greater Middle-East. On
November 4™ 1979, Iranian students seized the embassy, capturing 52 American hostages who were imprisoned for
444 days. This event was a major impact of the Iranian Revolution as it signified the intentions of the Iranian people
to end American interference,?® exacerbated US concerns regarding extremism?* and changed the opinions of US
citizens in relation to the Islamic world and the Muslim religion itself.?> The significance of this event, and the Iranian
Revolution at large, is present in the contemporary West, where many citizens, particularly in the US, remain
suspicious and fearful of the Islamic world.?®

The seizure of the Grand Mosque in Mecca stunned the Saudi-Arabian government, prompting a swing towards
more repressive and anti-Western policies. On November 20" 1979, hundreds of Islamic extremists captured the
Grand Mosque in Mecca, Saudi-Arabia, and held it under siege for two weeks.?” The captors were a group of jihadis,
who view violence as necessary to achieve their goals of restoring God’s rule on earth while protecting the Muslim
world and religion.?® There was confusion over who had actually seized the mosque; the US believed it was “a group

of armed fundamentalists...from Iran”?®

attempting to spread Iranian revolutionary principles. This angered
Khomeini, who accused America and Israel of the attack. These political tensions were exacerbated by further spread
of anti-Western ideals through the Middle-East, causing citizens from Pakistan, Bangladesh, Turkey, Libya and Kuwait
to target American centres, including a five-hour siege of Islamabad’s American embassy where two marines were
killed in a building fire.>° The violent nature of the Mecca mosque seizure, with the leader Juhayman ul-Utabi

”31 seemed to confirm Western fears of Islamic extremism.

proclaiming “if anyone [resists] at the gates, shoot them,
This event was the first occurrence of transnational jihad collaboration, with members of the rebel group originating
from Pakistan, Iran, Saudi-Arabia, Egypt and even some American converts to Islam,3? making it the earliest
manifestation of international modern-day terrorism. Additionally, it was the first co-operation of Saudi-Arabian
Wahabi zealots and jihadi extremists from Egypt’s Islamic Brotherhood, which became the two main components of
terrorist group al-Qaida.?® The Grand Mosque seizure can therefore be considered the birthplace of al-Qaida,
expanding the influence of radical Islamic groups through increased exposure, and also inspiring Osama bin Laden to
form al-Qaida with the goal of “drive[ing] Western influences from the Middle-East.”3* The Mecca Mosque seizure
was also a cultural turning point between the Occident and Saudi-Arabia, who exchanged Western influences for

religious conservatism.3> This can be attributed to the competition toward being the most Islamic that occurred
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between the Islamic Republic and Saudi-Arabia following this event, leading to an escalation of religious ideologies.
The Saudi-Arabian administration placed strict injunctions on society to meet the aims of Islamisation: increasing
segregation of sexes, banning cinemas and no longer sending students to Western Universities.?® These changes
represent a cultural milestone, but were a superficial solution that failed to address the underlying tensions and
allowed them to fester, from which Osama bin Laden was able to appeal and gain support.?” The removal of Western
influences from society combined with terrorism gaining momentum as a result of the Mecca Mosque seizure marks
a significant turning point in international relations.

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan on the
24" of December 1979 was another event
that substantially shifted Middle-Eastern
and Western relations. The USSR aimed to
strengthen a communist neighbour with the
invasion (Figure 3) but faced fierce
resistance from local Mujahedeen freedom
fighters. These Islamic groups consisted of
divided factions that rose from local militia
or warlords, with the seven major groups
uniting as the Islamic Unity of Afghanistan
Mujahideen due to the support of outside
countries.®® The US in particular played a
significant role in the Afghan-Soviet war,

providing the Mujahedeen with money;,

Figure 3: Map of the Soviet Union’s borders in 1979 prior to their
invasion of Afghanistan

rations and weapons such as the Stinger
Missile.> The leaders of different
Mujahedeen factions were appointed for
their social standing, leadership and commitment to their religion.*® This meant the seven most powerful groups,
which received the greatest aid from supporting countries, were led by the most religious leaders. As a direct result
of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, more power and resources were given to Islamic groups with leaders who
were more likely to be Islamic radicals or have the capacity for extremism.*! With this added strength, these leaders
were able to advance their religious ideals and therefore contribute significantly to the spread of Islamic
fundamentalism throughout the Middle-East,*? with Afghanistan described as a “breeding ground for terrorism.”*®
These groups built their strength during the 10-year Afghan-Soviet war, allowing them to gain control as the Taliban
in the power vacuum left by the 1989 Soviet withdrawal, becoming a force of concern for the Occident. The Taliban

were ultra-conservative and oppressive, but also provided protection for extremist group al-Qaida in the 1990’s. This
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allowed al-Qaida to spread extremism in the Middle-East by permitting them to recruit, train and deploy terrorists
from Afghanistan.** Perhaps the most fundamental turning point in Middle-Eastern and Western relations, al-Qaida
organised and carried out the 9/11 World Trade Centre attacks,* which can be attributed to the Taliban’s
emergence. Since their deposition in 2003, the Taliban has converted to guerrilla attacks against the current
government, not dissimilar to other types of terrorist movements.* The significance of the rise of the Taliban is
emphasised by al-Qaida’s leaders being currently, in 2021, under the Taliban’s protection.*” The emergence of the
Taliban from the Mujahedeen, their subsequent alliance with al-Qaida and the transformation of Afghanistan into a
“breeding ground” for radicals can all be attributed to the Soviet-invasion in December 1979, fundamentally
changing Middle-Eastern and Western relations.

However, existing political instability also substantially impacted relations with the West. Instability within the
Middle-East throughout recent history has been detrimental to international affairs as countries avoid affiliating with
regions that are politically volatile, unwilling to potentially spread or exacerbate tensions.*® The creation of Israel
vastly contributed to instability in the Middle-East. This was particularly influential regarding Eastern and Western
affairs as Israel was immediately recognised by the US,* while the Arab nations that constitute majority of the
Middle-East immediately condemned the action.>® Furthermore, the decolonisation of the Middle-East in the
decades following the conclusion of WW?2 led to independence of many countries, such as Egypt, Sudan and
Jordan.>! The process of decolonisation leads to political and social instability, as the administration and governance
of entire swathes of the Middle-East went through a process of upheaval,*? but traces of imperialism were
inevitable, resulting in resentment towards the West.>® Economic underdevelopment caused by a lack of economic
growth is a major contributing factor to unrest within the Middle-East, and could be due to the Islamic law of
inheritance preventing capital accumulation,® or international influences attempting to control oil throughout this
area.> Economic issues are inherently political, as seen by the effects of Islam on the nature of Middle-Eastern
economies, and due to this close affiliation, if economic issues are present, political tensions ensue.>® Therefore,
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political tensions, caused by a range of factors excluding the incidents of 1979, also contributed detrimentally to
affairs between the West and the Middle-East.

The events of 1979 highlighted the divides between religious, cultural and political aspects of the Middle-East and
the West, and can be considered the beginning of the deterioration of relations between these parties. This year
represented a shift from secular terrorism to religiously motivated extremism, making this turning point extremely
significant due to long-term and international impacts. Other factors excluding the events of 1979, such as economic
situations and instability caused by the creation of Israel, also contributed to the shift in affairs. However, the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan directly led to the establishment of international terrorist groups who were armed by the
intervention of the Occident, representing a substantial turning point in the relationship. The seizure of the Grand
Mosque resulted in a withdrawal of Western influences from the Middle-Eastern region and also contributed to the
rise of terrorism. The breakdown of Middle-Eastern and Western relations was initialised by the development of the
Islamic Republic, which represented a shift in religious ideology from conservatism to extremism, with these ideals
spreading throughout the Islamic world. Therefore, the events of 1979 momentously altered the relations between
the West and Middle-East, of which the influence is still seen in contemporary affairs.
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